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Abstract
Current practice of I.S. evaluation draws from a variety of reference disciplines including, the
quantitative approaches of corporate finance and economic evaluation, qualitative approaches such as
organisational development and transformation, approaches that embrace human and sociological
values such as intuition, perceived imperative and sponsor directive, and contingency views that hold
that the evaluation method is informed by the investment setting. This research focuses on I.S.
evaluation as a social and political process. Central to this is the notion of micro power (Foucault,
1977) and the analytical toolkit of Actor Network Theory (Latour, 1987). Specifically this paper seeks
to throw light on the role played in the evaluation process by the threads of ‘micro power’ that
manifested themselves on the journey between the summative evaluations of the ex ante and ex post
I.S. business cases in an organisation. Further confirmation that perceived imperative and sponsor
directive play a role in some I.S. Evaluations was elicited and it was demonstrated that these notions
can be underpinned by the consideration of actor micro powers in the I.S. Evaluation setting.

Keywords: Information systems evaluation; actor network theory; power; micro power;
interpretive and qualitative research; social and political
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INTRODUCTION

The current practice of I.S. evaluation draws from a variety of reference disciplines
including, the quantitative approaches of corporate finance and economic evaluation,
qualitative approaches such as organisational development and transformation,
approaches that embrace human and sociological values such as intuition, perceived
imperative and sponsor directive, and contingency views that hold that the evaluation
method is informed by the investment setting.

This research focuses on I.S.

evaluation as a social and political process.
This paper seeks to throw light onto the role played in the evaluation process by the
threads of „micro power‟ that manifest

themselves on the journey between the

summative evaluations of the ex ante and ex post I.S. business cases in an
organisation. Central to this work is the notion of micro power (Foucault, 1977) and
the analytical toolkit of Actor Network Theory (Latour, 1987).
Our enquiry into the contemporary phenomenon of an IS evaluation within its real life
context led us to select the case study qualitative research method as this form of
investigation emphasises the detailed contextual analysis of the events and their
relationships (Yin, 1984). The setting for the case study research is a global financial
services firm. We seek to generalise the results of this empirical enquiry to theoretical
statements in the form of type ‟ET‟ generalisability i.e. from description to theory
(Lee and Baskerville, 2003), as level 2 inference and generalising to theory (Yin
1984, 1994) and analytical generalisation (Walsham, 1995).
Before presenting our findings we first discuss the analytical toolkit of Actor Network
Theory and its association with the Foucauldian notion of micro power. We then
proceed to discuss the history and challenges of I.S. evaluation and the need for and
relevance of this research.

After some further discussion on the research steps

undertaken we then present the case study analysis and conclusions.
This case suggests that mobilisation is important in the attainment of predicted ex ante
benefit. Confirmation that perceived imperative and sponsor directive also play a role
in some I.S. evaluations was elicited and it was demonstrated that these notions can be
underpinned by the consideration of actor micro powers in the I.S. Evaluation setting.

2

ACTOR NETWORK THEORY AND POWER

Actor Network Theory (ANT) is concerned with the mechanics of power. One of its
major insights is that all artifacts carry scripts which embody the aims of actors. The
activity of an analyst may be thought of as an artifact „de-scription‟, the opposite
movement „inscription‟ being the activity of the designer or engineer (Akrich, Latour,
1994).
ANT employs the analytical technique of merging human and non-human actors to
form a heterogeneous patterned network thereby overcoming any artificial cutting
points along a „chain of association‟ (Akrich, Latour, 1994). Those things that appear
as recognisable aggregates are all resolved to a network description of these
collectives. Purposeful action and intentionality is distributed along such „chains of
association‟ (Latour, 1999).
ANT does not treat agency as a property rather it considers agency, and indeed
organisation and power to be the effects generated by an ordered network of actors.
Latour rejected the essentialist notion of power contending that the mere possession of
power by an actor does not automatically confer the ability to cause change unless
other actors can be persuaded to perform the appropriate actions for this to occur
(Latour, 1986).

Being relational effects, agency, organisation and power may be

regarded as contingent and precarious achievements resulting from the patterning of
an actor network (Law, 1992).
In similar vein Foucault explains that this concept of postmodern power is diffuse and
continuous and operates in the micro practices of society. (Foucault, 1977, pages 198
- 222). Foucault argues that power works in ways beyond the simple concentrations
of governmental power or the power associated with wealth. Power is exercised
throughout the whole heterogeneity of our social institutions and practices of social
interaction. Power concerns the application of „micropowers‟. “Power is everywhere;
not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere.”
(Foucault, 1980a). It is not static, it is "produced from one moment to the next". It is
"… employed and exercised through a net-like organisation...” (Foucault, 1980b, p.
98).
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IS VALUE

It is critical that firms understand the value arising from their investments so that they
may better target scarce resources.

Techniques abound for the measurement of

tangible financial returns, mostly describing a rational, positivist, quantitative
approach to IS investment value.
From the earliest times, as IT investments started to claim increasing proportions of
firm‟s financial resources (Bakos., Kemerer, 1992, Banker et al 1993), researchers
found many instances where there appeared to be no adequate financial return on
investment for these types of investment. Willcocks and Lester (Willcocks, Lester,
1993) found that some 30% to 40% of IT spending did not contribute to business
performance. Traditional quantitative financial evaluation techniques alone could not
cope with the need to assess IS Value (Renkema T.J.W., 2000, [i]). Hence the goals of
IT benefits measurement changed to embrace more qualitative measures. IT has
moved from concerns of efficiency to those of effectiveness. Later evidence showed
that even shareholders were recognising intangible benefits (Im, Dow, Grover, 2001).
Renkema found more than sixty-five discrete methods all claiming to assist
organisations with their IT investment decisions ranging from pure financial methods
to multi-criteria approaches, ratio approaches and portfolio approaches (Renkema
T.J.W., 2000, [ii]).
There is no single reliable method for evaluating IT investments. A contingency view
has come to the fore. There is no one optimum method of assessing value (Remenyi et
al, 2000) and the method may depend upon the investment setting.
There is a history of some calling for more socio-political interpretations of evaluation
(Walsham G, 1993) to take into account the organisational and external environments
of the decision making arena and to give more attention to the development of
understanding amongst the stakeholders and the use of “learning experiences”.
Farbey, Land and Targett (1999) called for a change of perspective for I.S. evaluation,
integrating evaluation back into its organisational context as a part of organisational
behaviour. Evaluation should be seen as inextricably linked with other organisational
activities. Land, (2000) exhorted the IT community to find methods of evaluation
that are both acceptable to decision makers i.e. able to fit in with the preconceptions

of the established financial community, whilst capable of valuing the social goals of
the organisation.
I.S. can fundamentally change the way that a firm conducts its business yet
approximately 70% of change initiatives failed (Beer and Nohria, 2000). Others
noted the impact of I.S. design decisions on firm structure. Many identified the
organisational reordering associated with IT implementation (Winner, 1983; Turner
and Karasek, 1984; Smithson and Hirschheim, 1998).
Whilst IT/I.S. usage has moved from automation to informating to transformation, the
focus of the evaluation process has changed from the measurement of efficiency gains
to improvements in effectiveness to how IT/I.S. can support the business process.
However, the evaluation of Information Systems still failed to offer up a satisfying
overall theory (Bannister and Remenyi, 1999),

despite a plethora of evaluation

techniques claiming to be grounded on some theory of evaluation (Renkema, 2000).
Bannister and Remenyi suggested that the absence of clear answers is likely to be a
function of a lack of understanding of process and decision making complexity
coupled with a vagueness concerning the meaning and usage of the term „value‟ and
its role in the decision making process (Bannister and Remenyi, 1999). Bannister and
Remenyi also argued that there is a limit to what can be achieved by formal evaluation
methods and called for the incorporation of tools drawn from other disciplines such as
philosophy and psychology (Bannister and Remenyi, 2000).
The complexity of the challenge is then, both long standing and clearly defined yet
without final resolution. In the case study presented below Actor Network Theory is
used to re-examine process and decision making complexity and in particular
examines how value is created and accounted for as a function of power, highlighting
the various stakeholders ability to define and redefine the value outputs of an I.S.
implementation. The case study examines the process of value creation as a journey
between the summative evaluations of the ex ante and ex post business cases.
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THE RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE

The research perspective adopted here is based on the network like ontology of Actor
Network Theory (ANT) which considers the effect under investigation to be the

product of a heterogeneous network of socio-technical ensembles. Socio-technical
ensembles are interpretively flexible (Pinch and Bijker, 1987). In deconstructing
these ensembles the investigator is not trying to discover final causes but rather to
unearth schemes and examine their contingency (Law and Bijker, 1994).
Human Beings are conscious of their own behaviour, how people attach meaning and
indeed what meanings they attach are the bases of this behaviour.
methods permit access to this individual meaning.

Qualitative

Qualitative research is not

concerned with a search for an objective truth but rather with the truth as the actor
perceives it (Burns, 2000). Often qualitative methods have no precise definition and it
is possible to find a wide range of approaches in the literature that are intended to
guide the coding, description and translation of meaning. Whatever the qualitative
method chosen the researcher must be prepared always to answer the following
challenges:
o that the researcher entered the setting with a preconceived framework which
guided the data collection process thereby predetermining what data was
actually collected or indeed ignored;
o that there was no inter-subjectivity (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992; Hatch, 1996;
Miller and Glassner 1997) that is, actors may be inclined to recount their
thoughts and feelings from biased perspectives;
o the researcher may also interpret their observations according to their own
particular subjective understanding. The interaction of these two kinds of
subjectivity means that qualitative data must be treated with care.
4.1

The Research Method

A number of qualitative research methods were considered as candidates for this
research strategy most notably, Ethnographic Research, Action Research and Case
Study. Each of these methods had their strengths however in the particular setting of
this research the Case Study method was deemed to be most appropriate.
The Case Study method, which is the basis of this research, required that,
o the researcher enter the social setting without any a priori constructs but with
a good understanding of the literature (Jones and Hughes, 2001);

o the researchers aim to learn about and try to understand the phenomena under
investigation (Cavaye, 1996).
Adopting this research design and being cognisant of this guidance the case study was
undertaken embracing the retrospective study of a major I.S. project in the financial
services sector. This sector was chosen as it exhibited a consistently high level of
IT/I.S. investment across a wide variety of IT/I.S. driven project types, and it
witnessed a large amount of organisational change much in the form of acquisition.
As such it offered a rich and diverse social and organisational environment.
4.2

The Methodological Steps

The two approaches to ANT analysis advocated by Latour called for a) an
ethnomethodological approach of „Follow The Actor‟ through interview or fieldwork
and observation (Latour,1987) and/or b) an analytical approach of the “… summing
up of interactions through various kinds of devices, inscriptions, forms and formulae,
into a very local, very practical, very tiny locus” (Latour, 1999) where inscription is
considered to be “... the process of creating technical artifacts that ensure the
protection of an actor's interests, (Latour in Bijker, Law, 1992).
A more formal development of this analytical approach to describing translation i.e.
the attempt to get all actors to agree that a network is worth building and defending
was discussed by Callon (Callon, 1986) where he identified four moments of
translation.
o Problematisation identifies the problem to be solved and the relevant actors
o Interessement is concerned with gaining the actors interest and negotiating the
terms of their involvement. The primary actor, which in our research is
constituted as the I.S. business case, works to convince the other actors that
their roles are well defined and acceptable to them
o Enrollment describes the moment when actors accept the roles defined for
them during the interessement
o Mobilisation looks to establish the network as representative of the enrolled
actors and thereby through the actor enrollment to speak for them
There is however little orthodoxy in ANT, with some researchers treating
„Interessement‟ and „Enrollment‟ as two sides of the same coin and in practice

grouping those two moments together, the authors consider „profit sharing‟ to be a
suitable singular interpretation of these terms. Consequently we have adopted a three
stage approach for this research.
In the context of this research the first stage „Problematisation‟ defines the actors,
their goals at the time of the I.S. Business Case formation and the attempts to define
the I.S. Business Case as the „Obligatory Passage Point‟ whereby actors are convinced
that their goals can only be achieved by accepting and supporting the content of the
I.S. Business Case. The second stage „Interessement/Enrolment‟, or proft sharing,
discovers the methods of interessment that is the means by which actors are engaged
and encouraged to declare an interest in the IS Business Case. Typically, the principal
actor attempts to stabilise the definition of the other actors and the establishment of
the I.S. Business Case as the „Obligatory Passage Point‟ by constraining any
redefinition of the I.S. Business Case by other actors. „Trials of Strength‟ then test the
problematisation. Actors may submit to their integration into the plan or resist this
integration by identifying other goals, orientations, motivations and interests.

The

enrolment of the actors also examines potential reversibility in the network, does the
problematisation fall apart when actors follow other paths to reach their goals? Goals
are not formed in isolation but through action/interaction with others, what then was
the „negotiation‟? The third stage „Mobilisation‟ seeks to examine that which claims
to speak in the name of all actors, the I.S. Business Case. Mobilisation transforms
actors into numbers on tables, graphs, votes etc. which become easily transportable
and reproducible, the actors are effectively displaced, they are not required, they
become transportable, that is they have become „Mobilised‟.
It is the second of Latour‟s approaches and the more formal development of Callon
that has been used to conduct this case study. This approach makes manifest the
Foucauldian „dispositifs‟ and supports the possibility of the description of the micro
powers that are exercised throughout the construction of an ex ante I.S. Business Case
and its ex post evaluation. The approach fits well with the heterogeneity of the case
study setting and diversity of the practices of social interaction in those settings.

5

THE CASE STUDY

This case study constructs a situated account of the relations between the various
heterogeneous network elements in the research setting. Situated actor perceptions
were drawn from the setting using a combination of textual analysis, interview and
observation.
The study was undertaken at a globally renown trading exchange (referred to here as
„the Firm‟) and was concerned with an I.S. project conceived to maximise the Firm‟s
revenues from the provision of electronic trading data to the market, the project is
referred to here as the Information Infrastructure Project (IIP).

Figure 1.

The provision of trade data to the market.

The Firm‟s trading data does not have a constant value; up to fifteen minutes is the
maximum age that the data remains valuable to the active trading community. After
the fifteen minute period until mid-night of the same day the data is not viewed as
having commercial value. Beyond mid-night the value of the data rises again as the
data becomes of interest to the statistical back office user community. In addition to
the basic trade data certain ”value added” data derivations are of interest to the market
place such as best price, order volume and other interesting data. Certain ”value
added” data was calculated by the Firm but was never sold on and therefore generated
no commercial value for the Firm.

Across a period of several years spanning the 1990‟s the Firm replaced its trading
systems and took a decision not to offer “value added” information products to the
market (so as above, calculated price highs & lows and so forth) but would instead
leave this provision to the established external information vendors. The Firm would
charge only for its real time trading data via licensed terminal subscription. Their
rational was that they would face too much competition from the information vendors
to make any investment worth their while.

However as the platform was further developed it was decided to introduce some
limited ”value added” data packages to subscribers (see Figure 1).

Package A

contained only very basic data, for example best price data and this was aimed
primarily at the ‟back office‟ end user community, this was costed on a per terminal
per month basis. Package B contained more comprehensive data including order data
and this was aimed primarily at the dealer community. A typical package subscriber
would buy licenses for circa 30 terminals. Market capacity was soon reached and
subscription levels stabilised to a fixed level. It was very difficult, if not impossible,
to raise revenues further with only these two fully subscribed packaged offerings.

Although trade settlement was executed externally, the Firm received settlement data
from specialist settlement companies and this was stored in the Firm‟s information
systems. The Firm thus became an aggregation point for all primary data concerning
the life cycle of a trade from market making data through order placement, order
fulfilment and settlement.

Figure 2.

Key events influencing the evaluation.

In the early 2000‟s (see Figure 2) the Firm re-examined its strategy relating to ”value
added” data in the light of a number of factors most notably :
o Information vendors were themselves beginning to re-assess their own value
adding work. They were experiencing strong competition from various other
providers and were also being impacted by a number of Software Houses who
had decided to incorporate “derived data” calculation functionality into their
own end user applications. These factors caused downward pressure on the
vendor‟s pricing structure and hence revenues. The Firm was aware of this
situation.
o The Firm was hearing from its members, and some non members, that the
”value added” data supplied to them were often inconsistent across vendors.
Vendors used different methodologies to calculate common data products such
as „volume weighted average price‟. Others differed in the way that they
treated market driven events. This obviously had an impact on the end users
statistical analysis of the market data.

The Firm found itself being encouraged by these external actors to provide ‟trusted‟
”value added” data directly to the end user communities. However, provision of this
new revenue generating data would also have a possible negative cost/revenue impact
on the Firm‟s existing product range revenues, calling therefore for some fine
judgement in assessing any future potential cashflows.

Work on the IIP business case was a stop start affair, new technical challenges were
being constantly set and external feed specifications were being compiled by the Firm
every 6-9 months thus consuming most of the Firm‟s attention, energy and time, but
eventually the business case was started in earnest.

It was not long though before work on the business case was suspended following a
number of high profile hostile take-over bids for the Firm and it was another two
years before the business case was eventually restarted. As part of the overall effort
to establish this business case the Firm‟s Director of Information commissioned a
number of studies to gather business requirements and to guide the Firm in its choice
of required I.S. architecture. This work was subsequently delivered and it described
an I.S. Architecture whose principal component was a Data Warehousing technology.
A competitive selection process was initiated and outline costs were solicited from
three vendors which included the proposed hardware and software configurations plus
all required consultancy days. The indicated cost of the programme exceeded the
Director of Information‟s investment threshold and this elevated the IIP to „committee
approval‟ status, effectively to the level of the board. Extra work was therefore
required on a more detailed development of the business case. New actors from the
IT Group were introduced to look at the contribution that could be made to the
business case from the replacement of the existing Information Product I.S.
infrastructure. They concluded that a satisfactory case could not be made on the basis
of cost reduction alone.

Contemporaneously the Director of Information commissioned additional external
research into the demand for, and the price sensitivities of, the Firm‟s proposed
‟trusted‟ ”value added”derived data. This research, which addressed the income side
of the business case, could not produce evidence of revenues that would support the

predicted cost base.

The Firm‟s Product Manager though held that this conclusion

was unsurprising as the engaged agency did not truly understand the nature of the
products that were being discussed and so could not produce meaningful results from
their market survey. He accepted the task of repeating this research using his own
contacts.

By now, a new CEO had been appointed to the Firm. The CEO gave the Director of
Information new and stretching revenue targets which required a doubling of the
departments revenues within 5 years. The CEO also demanded the construction of a
clear Information Products Strategy before supporting any new I.S. investment which
may enable this doubling of departmental revenues. At the time some 88% of the
department‟s revenues came from the real-time data provision. As has been discussed
above, the business case for the IIP investment had been in various stages of
completion for a number of years. During this time the Firm‟s Information and
Product groups were not tasked with supporting the revenue growth of the Firm but
rather were more focused on data provision as a customer service issue.

It was

clearly going to require an extraordinary feat to double revenues from an already
saturated market and at a time when the financial services industry as a whole was
experiencing a slow down with generally challenging business conditions.

The

Director of Information resigned from the Firm. The IT Director also resigned around
this time.

The Product Manager assumed responsibility for the IIP business case. He realised
that in the changed competitive environment he needed to raise the profile of his
group within the Firm if he was to compete effectively for funds in future budgeting
rounds. Under the new regime many of the newly appointed senior managers came
from a trading background. To the Product Manager, and the former IT Director, it
had always seemed easier for the Trading group to get investment funds whilst the
Product group had to battle for its funds. It became clear to the Product Manager that
he had to be more „bullish‟ about the business case if he was to secure the investment
funding required to build the IIP and so have at least a shot at delivering the mandated
doubling of revenues.

The Product Manager presented the new strategy to the CEO and, when this was
accepted, he then submitted the IIP data warehouse business case to committee.
Construction of the business case had been difficult, it had to stand or fall on its own
merits, it was not allowed to point to any infrastructure or Firm wide strategic benefit.
The major improvement over earlier versions of the case were based on the Product
Manager‟s views of the revenue opportunities for the new information product. The
business case was accepted and the IIP and its associated new information products
were commissioned and built.
The Firm‟s line services now had the Product Manager‟s sales, marketing and revenue
forecasts embedded into their personal target revenues for the next five years. Their
bonuses relied on the achievement of these targets, but importantly, not on an item by
item measurement basis but on the total of all information product line revenues.
Unfortunately the Sales and Marketing people were not happy with the new products
claiming that there was no real demand and that they would be difficult to sell.

The first early products were introduced but the main information vendors refused to
take them claiming there was no momentum for these products. Some used stalling
tactics saying they were thinking about taking the new product, only one vendor
would take the new product on a free trial basis to gauge demand from their
subscribers.

The graph describing the timing of the delivery of the forecast revenues was heavily
„back-ended‟ and this gave the Product group a little breathing space. However new
product revenues were well below even the modest early growth forecast.

The IIP business case shows that the revenue target was premised on both a growth in
the number of product subscribers and in the level of the uptake of new product. The
Product Manager hadn‟t though anticipated the large redundancies in the financial
services industry, as a consequence of which some 16,000 terminals disappeared as
traders and back office personnel were laid off in a bid by the financial services
industry to reduce costs.

Given his previous conversations with the information vendors it had always been his
belief that the information vendors didn‟t really want to offer their own information
products in competition with the Firm and that they would welcome any new product
launched by the Firm. Now, in a new business environment where every revenue
counted, they did not take up the Firm‟s new product and continued to sell their own.
In another shared oversight the Firm‟s calculation of “value added”data such as
„volume weighted average prices‟ didn‟t actually remove the need for the vendors to
calculate similar statistics for other exchange‟s!

They therefore saw no benefit in

exiting the small part of the market that represented only the Firm‟s unique data. This
surprised the Product Manager and he held that it had also come as a surprise to the
vendors themselves, they had not thought the proposition through in detail. The IIP
and its products thus became a victim of cascading assumptions i.e. the vendors
assumed cost savings, the Product Manager assumed consequential revenue increases,
the investment board assumed a rational business case assessment based on carefully
researched reliable data.

There was a formal project audit but this took place only 6 months after the start of
the project. The system had completed its development but no products had yet been
delivered to the market to test the veracity of the sales and revenue projections. The
audit found that the project was otherwise in good health at that time.

A further

review may take place but it would depend on the success of the overall revenue
attainment by the Products group.
The Firm‟s line services remained pessimistic about the revenue potential of the new
products but, as luck would have it, and according to the Product Manager “… no one
caused too much of a fuss this year as bonuses were paid out due to a „bluebird‟
revenue stream (eds. unexpected revenue that „flew‟ through the window from
nowhere) for other information products. This obscured the lack of progress in rolling
out the new individual IIP products”. Pressure though was building for the business
case to come under increased scrutiny as the line services became more and more
reliant on the new product revenues to meet their targets.

The new IT Director was also taking a keen interest in the Data Warehousing
infrastructure as he had „reputational risk‟ with the board due to his backing for this
project. He had been heard to comment that he was keen to ensure that the IIP
business case figures “were grounded in reality”. Privately the Product Manager
acknowledged that the project would fail the Firm‟s ex post expectations but he went
on to point out that the data warehouse was after all, in his view, a strategic
investment in the Firm‟s IS infrastructure. Many new projects were now „piggybacking‟ on the warehouse for their business cases because the investment in the
warehouse implementation was now a sunk cost, he did not see why his project should
bear all the cost. He was though resigned to the prospect that the IIP projected
revenues would undershoot significantly unless the market picks up. Speedy market
recovery remains his great hope for the future.

Meanwhile, the IT group and its outsourcing partners have been looking at the
alternative Storage Area Network solution to data provision (SAN) though this had
itself presented its own business case difficulties. Various cost drivers had to be
considered such as the firms‟ backup volumes, the overnight cycle, technical barriers
as to the maximum usable length of fibre optic cable, the need to rationalise services,
clustering and fault tolerance etc.. The SAN solution would not be advantaged by the
Firm considering any investment in the IIP as ‟sunk cost‟. At the time of writing
though there appeared to be less of a focus on costs. The ex IT Director commenting
wryly “… this is the impression I‟ve gained as an outside observer knowing the
hoops I had to jump through to get projects approved”.

6

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION

6.1

Problematisation and Profit Sharing

To avoid an endless complexity of network description the case study embraces the
concept of „punctualisation‟ (Law, 1992) which may be thought of as analogous to the
„black box‟ of cybernetics, wherein the black box signifies a piece of machinery or a
set of commands that might be very complex but can be substituted by a box because
it is regular and stable. An actor “… can be compared to a black box that contains a

network of black boxes …” (Callon, 1987). A punctualisation is then a sealed
network of people and things, for example we treat the Firm and Information Vendors
as punctualised actors.

The I.S. Business Case funded a market information and data access service
architecture that would allow the Firm to provide information services to multiple
customer types e.g. corporate and institutional customers, global securities exchanges.
The architecture would take feeds from trading data systems and add new services
quickly and cost-effectively. At its heart was an Information Warehouse, a keystone
of the Firm‟s I.S. Architecture approved by the now replaced IT Director. Various
actors were persuaded to support the ex ante Business Case as it presented a means of
them attaining their goals, in fact as the only means of attaining their goals. It became
an „Obligatory Passage Point‟. The actors, both human and non human, are treated
here as having equal voices and equal importance.

That there is no difference

between humans and objects is purely an analytical stance, not an ethical position.
The various displacements then were as follows. ‟The Firm‟ wanted to exist, it has
had to resist a number of hostile takeover bids. This project presented an opportunity
to build revenues and modernise its competitive arsenal of information products,
reduce delivey costs and increase member satisfaction. ‟The Information Vendors‟
saw the project as a means of removing cost from what seemed to be a non value
adding activity. ‟The Data‟ existed, it was already derived by the Firm, the project
would enable it to be valued by the Firm‟s customer base. ‟Old IT‟ accepted that the
project would support the establishment of its I.S. Architecture. ‟The Members‟
loyality to, and satisfaction with, the Firm would be greatly improved by provision of
trusted trading data.

The ‟Information Products Management‟ wanted to be

recognised within the Firm and to prosper in future budgeting rounds.

‟Sales

Management‟ in the presence of the investment board saw a much needed future
revenue stream. Finally, the ‟Financial Services Industry‟ itself seemed happy to
support the project through its continued support of many thousands of information
terminals and information product subscriptions thereby satisfying its need for trusted
trading data.

6.2

Mobilisation

Our scheme identifies mobilisation as being either „Strong‟, „Semi-Strong‟ or „Weak‟.
In this study we judge ex ante mobilisation to be „Weak‟. This case study describes
an investment setting where there was never really any achievable positive return or
indeed any demand for the products of the investment. Actors became enrolled to the
business case as the project represented the only hope of achieving the targets set by
the new CEO.

Job and career preservation in an environment characterised by

redundancies and lay-offs pre-inscribed the investment setting for failure. Ex ante
mobilisation did not really occur here, it only appeared so. The business case was
little more than a „marriage of convenience‟ between the various actors.

The main tactic involved here was to build and present a solid investment case based
on hope and aspiration then to postpone, as far as possible, any real ex post
evaluation.

The hope was that opportunities may arise to claim benefit from

environmental changes, for example a rebounding of total revenues on other
information products and any unforeseen infrastructural benefits accruing to the I.S.
The reversibility of actor enrollment is clear:
o Line services have a ready ‟no demand‟ excuse for their failure to achieve
sales target
o The Information Vendors couldn‟t find any benefits in dropping their own
products
o The number of potential subscribers was culled by the economy
o IT (i.e. the isotopic New IT) is preparing its case for the SAN solution and this
can only be enhanced by any perceived failure of the data warehouse
environment.
o Whilst privately acknowledged as an ex post failure the project has not yet
been publicly declared a failure, to the contrary the early formal evaluation
was positive in tone.
A number of actors are then waiting in the wings for their „Et tu Brute‟ moment.

In summary, there was no true ex ante mobilisation for the I.S. Business Case. This
case study presents evidence then of a ‟benefits masking‟ approach to I.S. Evaluation
based in the micro powers at large in the research setting.

This paper sought to investigate the extent to which the process of I.S. Evaluation is
influenced by social and political processes and as such the main contribution of this
paper is to identify a role played by „micro powers‟ in that process of I.S. Evaluation.
Analysis of the case suggests that mobilisation is important in the attainment of
predicted ex ante benefits.
I.S. Evaluation is a long-standing topic in I.S. research. It has been argued for
example that perceived imperative and sponsor directive play a role in some I.S.
Evaluations (Farbey et al, 1993). This work demonstrates that these notions can be
underpinned by the consideration of actor micro powers in the I.S. Evaluation setting.
Whilst the techniques of quantitative and qualitative analysis undoubtedly have a
major role in I.S. Evaluation this research confirms that I.S. Evaluation is also a social
and political process.
The results of this investigation have implications for research and practice.

It

supports the view (Bannister, Remenyi, 1999) that the absence of clear answers
concerning I.S. Value is likely to be a function of a lack of understanding of process
and decision making complexity. This research suggests that micro powers play a
significant role in I.S. Evaluation and that analysis of these powers may throw light on
the complex relationships between multiple stakeholders (Farbey et al, 1999).
Manifestations of „multi-strandedness‟ (Gellner, 1991) in I.S. Evaluation where
stakeholders often stand in multiple relationships with each other and where decisions
can represent social rather than individual choice can be complex to analyse. This
research highlights the role that may be played by Actor Network Theory in this
regard. This paper is also relevant to managers and I.S. evaluation practitioners since
it draws attention to the necessity of ensuring that the goals of key actors are inscribed
into the actor network and that strong mobilisation is established and maintained
throughout the lifecycle of the I.S. Evaluation.

7

LIMITATIONS

The case study research instrument was used in this research project. Throughout the
research process a consistent framework guided the data collection process. Multiple
sources of materials were sought to demonstrate a convergence of data. e.g. from

interview, from internal web sites, documents, reports, spreadsheets, presentational
material.
Case study is always a bounded system, an idiographic interpretation and presentation
of detailed information on a single unit of investigation. The generalisability of the
findings beyond the immediate case may then be challenged. Lee and Baskerville
(Lee, Baskerville, 2003) consider generalisability as falling into four types namely
generalising from data to description; generalising from description to theory;
generalising from theory to description; generalising from concepts to theory. The
claim to generalisability of these particular findings is restricted to generalisability
from description to theory.

Further clarification on the scope of claim to

generalisation comes from Yin (Yin, 1984, 1994) where this form of generalising
from empirical to theoretical statements, also known as level 2 inference and
generalising to theory, is specifically recognised for generalising from case study
ﬁndings to theory. Walsham gave further insight into generalising from empirical to
theoretical statement by recognising the validity of reﬂection upon observations made
in case study so as to describe concept and form theory (Walsham, 1995). Further
research is required to support the notion of a wider generalisability.
The „framing‟ (Law, Hassard, 1999) of the research may also be challenged. When
choosing to analyse networked relations we are presented with a limitless number of
possibilities and the researcher must decide which ones are relevant. Through these
choices there is a danger of neglecting marginal or silent actors (Miettinen, 1999).
Such a danger also exists during actor translation to punctualised entities. Cognizance
of these dangers enforced an open view on actor selection in the research settings.
Actors were traced by reference from other actors and from textual analysis and
punctualisation was driven by commonality of research data across all actors.
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